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The collaborative economy is a relatively new economic system approach based on peerto-peer transactions. It includes the shared creation, production and consumption of goods and services accessible for all through online platforms and smartphone applications. It is a burgeoning business model that is experiencing increased interest in all European countries.
The collaborative economy boomed simultaneously with the economic crisis and the rise of smartphone applications. The crisis lead to drastic social and economic changes such as job losses and rising unemployment among young people with the need for alternative sources of income, and the development of smartphone applications became an accessible way to make peer-to-peer transactions.
Because of its similarities with freelance activities, the system offers flexibility and independence and is chosen by people who wish to exit the traditional corporate world to have more flexible working hours, to have additional income, or who wish to start an independent activity. Thus, the collaborative economy might find a particular interest among women.
With the growth of female participation in the labour market in Europe over the past two decades, finding appropriate work-life balance for women has emerged as a challenge. Women still experience issues in the workplace such as stereotypes or sexism, as well as a pay differential.
These obstacles in the standard economy have led many women to be attracted to the freedom of having their own business. Even though women may still face obstacles when becoming an entrepreneur, the collaborative economy, with relatively lower administrative burdens, easier access, and especially its freedom, gives women a greater opportunity to easily create their own business.
This reality is especially attractive in Poland. Statistics show that Poland already has an above-average number of women who are interested in self-employment, a fact that implies great potential for the development of the participation of women in the collaborative economy 1 . Given the situation of formal female employment in Poland, which is quite low by European standards, this paper assesses the opportunities offered by the collaborative economy in increasing the female labour participation rate amongst Polish women.
Introduction
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The Collaborative Economy in Poland and Europe… 8 car sharing, online staffing, and music and video streaming) were worth $15bn in 2013, which corresponded to 5% of the "traditional" rental sectors (equipment, book, car, DVD rentals and B&Bs and hostels). But forecasts indicate that by 2025, the collaborative economy will catch up with these traditional rental services, with both traditional and sharing sectors expected then to be worth $335bn. In the UK alone, the sector is expected to be worth $15bn by that same year 2 .
As a burgeoning business model, the idea of the collaborative economy has changed the way people consume, commute, travel or even cook. Companies such as Uber, AirBnB, TaskRabbit or Snapgoods are representative of this revolutionary trend, daily joined by more and more start-ups, smartphone applications, online and community services, and social media, which mean to develop their activities around this new business model. In Europe, the collaborative economy is in development, and the increase of resource efficiency, the creation of new job positions, the support of micro-entrepreneurship, the building of community participation and the development of digital innovation are goals which are common to both the collaborative economy and the EU. Following the many discussions and public debates the collaborative economy sparked, notably around the topics of precariat, job security, and social coverage, and seeing the potential the collaborative Commons states that the collaborative economy is the future, and that this alternative system might even outdistance classic business models: "this Budget announces a package of measures to unlock the potential of the sharing economy and to help UK business to succeed domestically and to expand into new markets overseas" 6 .
Given the novelty and quick evolution of the phenomenon, the collaborative economy is not without its controversy, and a number of different debates -detailed below -have arisen around different aspects of this model.
Is the collaborative economy eco-friendly?
The collaborative economy is often seen as being eco-friendly, as it allows for reuse of goods or more efficient utilization of goods that otherwise would go to waste. However, scientific research on its real environmental impact is at present unclear, due to lack of data. Indeed, while some research qualifies Couchsurfing as being likely to reduce waste and environmental degradation 7
, the environmental impact of other sectors such as ridesharing is difficult to assess. However, some research has modelled the effects of ridesharing and found that between five and 13 cars are taken off the road for each shared car, and that car ownership and traffic congestion are expected to be reduced in coming years as a result of the collaborative economy 8 .
Is the collaborative economy reducing consumption?
Among the key debates around the phenomenon of the collaborative economy is the one about the cultural shift in which borrowing or renting is more valued than owning, and whether the collaborative economy contributes to reducing consumption. Indeed, while renting instead of buying implies that there is a decrease in consumption, some argue that the reduced costs and improved convenience are elements which would actually incite people to consume more. Hence, using carsharing instead of public transportation for convenience is said to actually increase the carbon emissions per traveller, since more people would choose to use carsharing instead of public transportation or bicycles, thus increasing the demand for cars in traffic. Another example is the one of accommodation sharing: despite the argument that the sector's growth could mean building less hotels and sparing concrete, steel, and construction waste, hotel occupancy in 2014 was at its peak since the 2000s, which implies that the competitive prices and easiness of use of collaborative economy accommodation platforms have encouraged people to travel more 9 .
Another argument is that the collaborative economy does not create economic growth since it is based on the sharing of existing goods and not on the production of new ones. Thus, it could be considered as purely consumption and could have a limited long-term existence 10 .
Does the collaborative economy need regulation?
Another key debate related to the collaborative economy is the question of whether regulating the system by creating legislation requiring taxation, work contracts, and an overall legal framework would have a positive or negative effect on the collaborative economy. While there may be a call for some minor prudent regulation to smooth out some unforeseen consequences associated with the collaborative economy (including those related to consumer safety), there remains the worry that the regulation of such a system -which is based on flexibility and freedom -will annihilate the very essence of the phenomenon, based on casual 
Does the collaborative economy offer specific benefits for women?
This key question forms the basis of the report. The collaborative economy has the potential to provide work-life balance, flexibility, and autonomy for its participants, while bringing additional income to the household. Given this reality, this business model could offer opportunities to women that other business models do not. The aim of this paper is to analyse the key issue of economic viability and possible benefits of collaborative economy activities specifically for women.
In order to examine the effects of the collaborative economy on female economic activities and on the Polish labour market, the three following points will be analysed : In Poland, as in the rest of Europe, the collaborative economy is a business model which began to blossom due to two separate events. In the first, positive development technological advances, and most prominently the development of smartphones with internet or WiFi capability, have enabled the development of online platforms and portals. By contrast, the financial and economic crisis which started in 2008 also forced drastic social and economic change. Economic downturn, coupled with structural obstacles, led to a surge in unemployment, especially amongst the youth, who are still struggling to find employment in the majority of EU countries. This reality meant that alternative economic models, especially in terms of obtaining an income, became attractive, as regular positions were not generated in the tepid post-crisis recovery. With income security threatened, as well, consumption and outright ownership became a luxury for many, implying the need to explore other options. Thus, renting instead of buying, swapping books or clothes, and overall any activity related to the collaborative economy became a possible solution to the personal challenges faced as a result of the crisis.
Moreover, apart from the need to change consumption and spending patterns, driven by the crisis, there have also been social aspects to the development of the collaborative economy. In particular, the latter has been linked with social engagement and with the weariness of some professionals experiencing wage stagnation, professionals unhappy with their working conditions, and women who found that they were unable to make their life choices work in a traditional office setting. The collaborative economy then came as an alternative to traditional jobs, with their 9 to 5 office hours and little flexibility.
Three drivers of the collaborative economy
While still a young area of research, the existing literature identifies specific elements that are considered drivers of the collaborative economy, divided into three categories:
societal, economic and technologic.
1. The challenges of the collaborative economy as a system stimulating female social and economic empowerment
Economic drivers
As noted above, the global economic crisis has led to drastic economic dislocation, job losses, and rising unemployment among young people 11 . The collaborative economy has become an alternative for many people, since it offers the opportunity to earn additional income in a flexible and easy way. Becoming a Uber driver or selling handmade jewellery on Etsy are starting to be seen as a convenient temporary alternative to unemployment. The second economic driver of the collaborative economy is the growing prevalence of access over ownership. In a world with an increasing population density 12 , the collaborative economy redefines ownership, putting renting above purchasing, and recycling on the foreground, with the motto "I don't need a drill, I need a hole in the wall" 13 . Lastly, the third economic driver of the collaborative economy is financial flexibility, which consists -in this context -in discovering the benefits of earning an income and feeling empowered and independent through non-ownership. Indeed, the collaborative economy gives the opportunity to owners to earn an income and thus gain financial independence, and to non-owners greater flexibility to invest in different products.
Technology drivers
Also as noted above, technology has been a great enabler of the collaborative economy, especially the development of Internet and smartphone applications over the past decades.
An internet connection and a mobile device (such as tablets or smartphones) are enough to make transactions, make purchases or to swap goods in a very easy manner. All the collaborative economy's companies function with a smartphone application, and actually many of them function only through it, hence the importance of mobile devices. The fact that smartphone penetration is increasing -and has even doubled in Poland between 2011 and 2013 14 -shows the extent of the phenomenon. The opportunity of online payment, second technologic driver of the collaborative economy, which has been facilitated by smartphone apps, is revolutionizing e-commerce and consumption overall. Lastly, the third technologic driver of the collabora-tive economy is social media. The development of the latter in recent years has been extremely swift and the word of mouth on this account enabled the development of the collaborative economy 15 .
Societal drivers
Finally, there are several socio-economic factors driving the development of the collaborative economy, mainly linked with interpersonal relationships and issues of common concern. The first societal driver of the collaborative economy is the longing for community and altruism, as the latter has the effect of increasing social mobility 16 . This phenomenon has been triggered by the economic crisis of 2008, which affected many people and had the effect of raising mutual compassion and increasing social involvement in the community
17
. This sense of community and mutual help is also one of the components of the second societal driver: trust between strangers. The rise of solidarity and of the notion of community had the consequence to raise the level of trust among people, and thus trust in doing peer-to-peer business transactions.
Lastly, the third societal driver of the collaborative economy is the environment, since the activities related to this business model are depicting an eco-friendly lifestyle -despite the lack of concrete data 18 -to stimulate the reduction of carbon footprint and food-waste. Moreover, secondary markets and renting reduce demand for new goods, car-sharing reduces new purchases and buying local products stimulates regional development.
The combination of these three drivers is a key reason for the development of the collaborative economy, with each driver contributing to a different extent. To illustrate this fact, we will explore the collaborative economy in one of the countries least affected by the global financial crisis, Poland.
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The actors of the collaborative economy in Poland -demand and supply side
Poland's experience of economic transition from the planned economy of communism is still underway, not only from the economic point of view, but also from the societal one. The
Soviet era left many scars in the Poles' minds and some aspects of the Polish Popular Republic is still perceptible in society. Nationalization of the industry, agricultural reforms, negation of ownership rights, centrally planned economy, and repression of the freedom of press and expression are elements that make words such as "volunteering", "community", and "collaborative -or sharing -economy" look suspicious to the eyes of many -even today
19
.
Social capital is a key feature of the collaborative economy, since exchanges and sharing activities derive from human interpersonal relationships. Statistics from the Central Statistical
Office show that in Poland, interpersonal relations such as socialization, family and friendship are the major source of life satisfaction, whereas the lowest level of satisfaction regards material issues such as income. 20 Overall, 78% of Poles are satisfied by their quality of life. 21 The highest satisfaction rate is held by young people, students, well-educated people who have a good job position and who are financially comfortable, whereas the lowest rate is held by retirees, the unemployed, the low-skilled workers and people experiencing poverty. However, it is to be noticed that 9% of the Polish population aged 16 years old or more are considered as socially isolated, and that the level of particularistic trust has among the lowest percentages in Europe 22 .
The issue of trust (or lack thereof), is actually an obstacle to the development of the collaborative economy to some extent, since this element is placed in the foreground of the concept, and this explains the timid development of the collaborative economy in Poland.
The collaborative economy also appears to be linked to specific generational behaviours and aspirations. Indeed, the future of the collaborative economy lies in the hands of the This contrast between the priorities of each generation justifies the development of the collaborative economy among young people.
In the overall profile of the actors and users of the collaborative economy, we find a majority of people from urban areas and people with higher education. Indeed, the collaborative economy theoretically enables people to own and consume less (due to reuse of materials and renting of goods), and in some urban areas with a high density of inhabitants and limited housing conditions and storage space, renting instead of buying is an appealing solution. Moreover, figures show that 40% of people who made a professional activity out of the collaborative economy and belonging to the age group of the Millennials possess a university degree 31 .
Because of its similarities with freelance activities, the system offers to people who cannot or do not want to have a classic job in an office -such as stay-at-home parents, students, retirees, the long-term unemployed, people with disabilities and people in care of an older parent, etc.
-to make a living out of their skills or passions, or to bring additional income to the household apart from a main professional activity. The flexibility and independence the collaborative economy offers makes it the choice of people who wish to exit the traditional corporate world and have a more flexible lifestyle, or to start a business. It might also be a temporary solution for people who have traditional full-time jobs but who need some extra income in order to fund a project (travelling, creating a business, etc.) or pay back a loan.
Activities related to the collaborative economy can effectively bring a complementary income to households and enable people to earn additional money aside from their main (part-time or full-time) professional activity. Indeed, collaborative economy activities -or "gigs" -when taken individually, are rarely observed as being the main source of income for professionals who are involved in it. The number of hours worked is rarely equal to a full time job, therefore the amount are too little to guarantee a sufficient coverage of all living costs. However, when the person gets involved in many different gigs, the latter taken together offer the possibility for an income equivalent to a full-time job.
In Poland, for work covering 16.5 hours in five days, a Uber driver can receive on average 488 PLN around120 euros -which provides a monthly income of around 480 euros for a total of 66 hours worked. This amount can be considered as a quite substantial sum given the Polish average monthly salary of 756 Euros net 32 . Completed with other gigs or additional hours, professional activities in the collaborative economy can provide a satisfactory income for Poles.
The advantages of the sharing economy for women…
In most societies, women are considered as the caregivers and men the breadwinners of the household, even though changes are observed since women are increasingly participating For women who chose to combine work and motherhood, balancing the two is challenging in many countries because of lack of satisfactory childcare facilities, lack of affordability or access to childcare facilities, lack of adaptation from companies and employers to the situation of young mothers in the workplace, or insufficient participation of men to the tasks implied by taking care
and raising children 38 . Despite an increasing participation of men to their children's upbringing, women are the ones who are the most likely to renounce to their professional career in favour of parenthood, as Figure 1 shows for the EU-28 in 2012. In particular, male employment rates remain stable, while women's drop, especially in Eastern European countries, after a child is added to the family. 
Source: Eurostat 39
The situation is seen as even more challenging for women belonging to the "sandwich generation", which defines people in the age group 30-50 who care for their ageing parents and support their own children and grandchildren at the same time. People of the sandwich generation face additional challenges in terms of family obligations, which makes it difficult for them to pursue regular professional activities.
Research from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation shows that women in the sandwich generation are more likely than men to provide informal care for their extended families (including children, grandchildren, parents, grandparents, and partners). 40 Given the fact that women belonging to this age group are of working age, and that balancing full-time work, care for children or grandchildren or elderly parents' care is extremely challenging, they are often compelled to leaving the labour market or reducing their working hours 41 .
Work-life balance is a crucial topic and one of the targets of Europe 2020, the strategy proposed by the European Commission in 2010 for advancement of smart and inclusive growth. Indeed, research shows that poor work-life balance leads to lower performance and effectivity at work, health issues and declining birth rates 42 . According to Eurostat, female labour market participation is lower than male's (respectively 60.2% and 70.6% in the EU-28 and 56.4% and 68.9% in Poland 43 ), and this situation can partly be attributed to a perception that joining the workforce will reduce flexibility or lead to poor work-life balance. 44 Solutions to attaining such a balance are myriad: flexi-time, telecommuting, compressed work weeks, part-time work, job sharing, and other flexible approaches to employment. However, the gender perception that policies regarding work-life balance concerns only women is not entirely true,
given that barriers for men in pursuing a family-friendly balance exacerbate the plight of women as well. Indeed, culture, business environment, and classical patterns of family organization regarding gender roles lower the opportunities for men to have access to work-life balance arrangements.
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The collaborative economy offers women, and especially those belonging to the sandwich generation, opportunities that a classic job cannot offer, such as the possibility -apart from being financially autonomous and earning additional income -to work from home, to have flexible hours, and to possibly develop a business idea. Indeed, becoming a professional of the collaborative economy is similar to becoming a micro-entrepreneur, since it provides the possibility to build a brand, grow a business, put an idea into action, and manage time according to one's needs and obligations. Moreover, it appears that freelancing is chosen by a majority of women (53% of all freelancers in the United States are women, for example 46 ) since it enables them to achieve financial independence and have flexible working hours while avoiding the possibility of lower chances for advancement in the corporate world if they choose to raise a family.
Such a reality can be seen in the context of ridesharing, where one in two women and one in three men working with Uber declared that the main advantage of being a Uber driver is that they "can only work part-time or flexible schedules" because of "family, education, or health reasons."
Moreover, Uber female drivers are nearly 30 percent more likely than men to work an average of 15 hours or less per week (67% vs 38%), which offers them the possibility of a satisfactory work-life balance. 
… and its challenges
In 2012, the percentage of women entrepreneurs in the EU-27 was 31% 50 . Becoming an entrepreneur is a challenge for both men and women, but the latter need to cope with gender--specific obstacles such as lack of access to finance, lack of role models, and a fear of failure, which have been shown in previous research to be a crucial determinant of entrepreneurship in women to a far greater extent than in men. Indeed, it has been found that "women perceive themselves and the entrepreneurial environment in a less favourable light than men regardless of entrepreneurship motivation" 51 . Fear of failure among women is an important socio-cultural factor preventing the development of female entrepreneurship, and the collaborative economy offers the opportunity to have an independent professional activity while avoiding all the negative aspects of classic entrepreneurship. Unlike traditional entrepreneurship, the collaborative economy implies lower administrative burdens (no specific taxes, no overhead for an office, and a more limited amount of bills), which makes this system an attractive alternative.
The prospect of making a comfortable living by becoming a full-time micro-entrepreneur could also signal a possible increase in equal opportunities between women and men as well as a reduction of the gender pay gap. In fact, the issue of the gender pay gap is non-existent in the context of the collaborative economy, since women who are participating to its activities have a similar status to the one of a micro-entrepreneur. In most instances, they are their own bosses.
This is in direct contrast to the traditional corporate world, where the EC notes, pay can be influenced by 1) undervaluing of women's work, 2) segregation in the labour market and 3)
traditions and stereotypes, which have -among others -an influence on women's career choices 52 . In reality, the gender pay gap partly exists due to the demands of motherhood, as women are unable to attend to their job at the same level of intensity as before giving birth.
This increase in responsibilities on the home front and the finite number of hours in the day often manifests itself in a pay differential at work: according to the EU, women across the Union earn 16% less per hour than men, with differences between countries going from below 10% in Slovenia, Poland, Italy and Luxemburg, to over 20% in Hungary, Czech Republic, Germany and Austria. The collaborative economy offers a wide range of activities and has the effect to provide additional income. This is especially beneficial to people belonging to low socio-economic segments or unemployed people, while enabling them to be a part of the broader economy.
People acting in the collaborative economy have the opportunity to make a business out of their activity or make it their first source of income, and the system's flexibility allows them to accumulate several "gigs" which, when put together, can contribute to providing an acceptable income.
Eurostat estimates that a little more than 23 million people from the EU-28 were unemployed in July 2015, which corresponds to an unemployment rate of 9.4% 55 . While Poland has unemployment levels below this average (7.7%), the country's labour market is still far from exhibiting an optimal labour force allocation: the employment rate for people aged 15-64 was 68,1% in 2015, compared to 75,5% for the EU-28 56 . These figures show the underutilisation of the working age population in the labour market. When we look at female and male employment rates in Poland, this underutilisation particularly concerns women, since their participation to the labour market is 61,4% compared to 74,8% for men (EU averages: respectively 66, 8% and 78, 3%) 57 .
These discrepancies among male and female employment rates cause negative socio-economic impacts, notably GDP per capita losses 58 . According to the EC, increasing female labour force participation is likely to "tackle the shrinking of the working age population and to boost growth"
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. Figure 2 and 
The collaborative economy:
A solution to increase female professional activity? 
Employment rate (15 to 24 years) 28,1 38,7 28,4 38,5 27,9 38,4 28,7 38,8 27,0 38,4 Employment rate (20 to 64 years) 63,8 78,9 64,5 79,4 64,8 79,8 65,7 80,4 66,0 80,5 Employment rate ( In the USA, a majority of freelancers are women (53%), and this activity is chosen by women as a way to achieve financial independence and create their own opportunities 60 .
In Poland, the REGON section of the Central Statistical Office estimated that in 2015 the number of freelancers grew to almost 3 million, with 14 000 new micro-enterprises created in that year alone. The collaborative economy cannot be considered as a solution to unemployment or as proper employment given its lack of structure and regulation, notably regarding employment's stability (worker's protection, precariat, lack of taxation rules and lack of legislative definition and framework), but could be considered as a complementary solution to employment through improving people's financial situation and offering the possibility to put an idea into action in the community. We can suppose that the collaborative economy could reach the status of stable employment opportunity in the case that regulation implemented in the Member States enable a flexible -but efficient and structured framework, as the European Commission mentioned in its Agenda.
However, the collaborative economy can be considered as a means for stimulating the increase of participation to the labour market. Since the system is particularly relevant for women, it is to demonstrate that the collaborative economy can be considered as a tool enabling the boost of women's participation to the labour market.
Women in the context of ridesharing provides an interesting example. As it can be observed in Figure 5 below, the number of women with a driving license in Poland has recently increased, with a higher annual increase rate among women than among men for the last 9 years. As a result, the share of women drivers in relation to men has increased from 53.56% in 2006 to 64.75% in 2014, reaching more than 7.5 million female drivers in Poland in 2014 (CEPIK, 2015) . These figures imply that there is a significant likeliness that ridesharing is a sector which will attract more women in the country. In Poland, the collaborative economy is in a nascent phase of development. It is a burgeoning phenomenon which importance is increasingly noticed by policy-makers. Even as self--employment continues to increase, policymakers remain largely unaware of this phenomen and fail to see it as an opportunity for addressing enduring joblessness. In part, this is explained by limited data on the number of self-employed people and by widespread perceptions that returns to self-employment are low; that the self-employed are merely patching together piecemeal work opportunities requiring limited skills; and that there are no local economic impacts or spillover benefits into other sectors. Contrary to these perceptions, recent studies suggest that self--employment has tangible positive economic impacts not only on wage and salary employment but also on per capita income growth and poverty reduction.
The opportunities offered by freelancing and entrepreneurship can syllogistically be applied to the collaborative economy, since the latter has a similar structure. This new phenomenon sees a particular potential for women, which are the most likely to endure not only more difficulties than men to access to entrepreneurship, but also to endure unemployment and struggles in experiencing satisfying work/life balance. Indeed, women are able to develop in the collaborative economy, unlike the other areas of the economy where they are still underrepresented, such as managing boards, CEOs, politics, or the labour market.
Despite the fact that women are working at lower rates in the formal labour force in Poland, they are not disengaged from the economy as a whole, and are increasingly involved in socio--economic activities which enable them to get engaged in the community. The changing mentalities, dynamism of young people, and increasing openness to alternative business models, as well as the need to earn an income in a flexible way are showing the increasing potential of the collaborative economy for Polish women. Therefore, the simultaneous evolution of society's trust and acceptance and of a flexible but structured policy framework by policy-makers offering stable employment solutions for workers in this new business model is a good sign for both the future of female employment and the collaborative economy.
Conclusion
